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The issue dealt with in this work-in-progress paper is the mutual attribution of identity in 
customer-supplier interaction in business networks. It departs from the assumption in the IMP 
stream of research that interaction outcomes are central to the formation of relationships. More 
specifically we explore the role of interaction in the formation of identity of the interacting 
parties and the impact of identities on the interaction process and the consequent customer-
supplier relationship development as discussed in the literature on interaction and identity and 
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Introduction  
  One of the central assumptions in the IMP research tradition is that buyer – seller 
interactions are a central process in the development of business relationships (Håkansson and 
Snehota, 1995, Ford et Al. 2003, Turnbull et Al. 1996). In turn, it is implied that the mutually 
attributed identities (pictures) impact on how the interaction unfolds and that is the main force 
driving  the  development  of  buyer  seller  relationships  in  industrial  markets.  There  are, 
however, no studies we know of that explicitly address the issues of mutual attribution of 
identities in business relationships. This work is intended to contribute to fill in this gap. 
While even in the marketing literature in general there is a growing consciousness of the 
relevance of relationships (e.g. Vargo and Lush 2004, Palmatier et al. 2006, Tuli, Kohli & 
Bharandwaj, 2007) and the issue of relationship formation is brought to the forefront, the body 
of literature on the organizational identity does not seem to provide a conceptual framework 
useful to explain how identity emerges in market relationships and in the business network 
reality (Brown et al. 2006). A possible reason we see is that it considers the context of a 
company as largely homogeneous missing to take in to consideration the specificity of the 
interacting actors.  
  In  this  paper  we  first  review  the  issue  of  interaction  and  identity  in  business 
relationships, then explore the organizational identity concept and discuss about how it has 
been approached  in management  literature  and  contrast it  with the  broader  interactionism 
perspective on organizational identity. In the following part of the paper we review some other 
models based on interaction that lead to outline propositions regarding the process of identity 
construction/attribution. Finally, we discuss a few issues regarding the problem of researching 
this topic empirically. 
 
Interactions and identities: basic propositions   
One of the main findings of the IMP stream of research has been that in business markets 
relationships matter (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995). The idea is that a company is a nexus of 
relationships with customers, suppliers and others with which it interacts and which actually 
define its business. The importance of relationships is stands clear if one accepts that “it is in 
relationships that companies access, provide and exchange resources from, to and with others” 
(Håkansson  and  Snehota,  1995,  p.38).  This  observation  is  increasingly  recognized  in 
management  literature  in  general  and  in  particular  in  marketing  and  strategy  literature.  
Following the IMP (Industrial Marketing and Purchasing) perspective on business network, 3 
 
we assume that networked actors are influenced by and influence the network of which they 
are part. Organizing of the networks emerges in an explainable but not pre-determinable way 
by  means  of  a  system  of  interactions  and  interpretations.  In  fact,  according  to  the  IMP 
research on business networks, in which the unit of analysis are network relationship and their 
dynamics, networks evolve through the evolution of their relationships. It is suggested that the 
interpretation of Weick (1969) with regard to organizing applies in business networks where 
“activity structures emerge spontaneously, in the sense that various actors develop their own 
activities  in  reaction  to  how  counterparts  are  performing  theirs.  Activity  structures  thus 
emerge over time as one's activities become modified, adapted and related to those of others” 
(Håkansson and Snehota 1995, p.53). But do relationships emerge and develop in a random 
way or is there some pattern in the evolution of the network structure? It seems that this 
process  is  not  entirely  random  and  that  there  is  a  hypothesis  that  explains  behaviours  in 
interaction through the concept of sensemaking. In fact, also Weick (1969) argues that, “the 
emergent  pattern  is  then  somehow  rationalized;  given  a  meaning  that  keeps  the  activity 
structure together”.  
Therefore  the  link  between  relationships  –  based  on  interactions  (direct  and/or 
mediated) - and identity is explained by the fact that enactment – defined as the process to 
which actors attempt to affect the interaction that take place between them and its outcomes - 
is a matter of social sensemaking. As a consequence reality is an “ongoing accomplishment 
that takes form when people make retrospective sense of the situations in which they find 
themselves and their creations” (Weick 1995, p.15) and it can be argued that a central process 
for  social  sensemaking  is  identity  construction.  Sensemaking  is  grounded  in  identity 
construction because sensemaking begins with a sensemaker and this sensemaker is social. 
Identities are constructed through interactions. Thus the sensemaker is not a given entity rather 
he/she is “an ongoing puzzle undergoing continual redefinition…”. This idea implies that 
depending on with whom one interacts a person presents “some self to others” – his identity – 
“trying to decide which self is appropriate”. At the same time, depending on the self I’m 
presenting the “definition of what is ‘out there’ will also change” (Weick, 1995, p. 20).  
A similar idea has been expressed by Goffman (1967) as he argued in his work on 
interaction that “the proper study of interaction is not the individual and his psychology, but 
rather the syntactical relations among the acts of different persons mutually present to one 
another” (Goffman, 1967, p. 2). If the point of departure is the interaction, the identity of an 
actor has to be conceived as a variable. So, alternatively, it might be fruitful to study actor’s 4 
 
identity from the point of the interaction rather than taking as given the actor’s identity. From 
this perspective identity is not a structural entity but it is continuously changing because, even 
if the actor does not [undertake]… any transformation, is the interaction itself that changes. 
Goffman expressed this idea using the word “moment”: “no, then, men and their moments. 
Rather moments and their men” (Goffman, 1967, p. 3).  
  This  paper  intends  to  propose  a  conceptual  model  in  which  two  propositions  can  be 
formulated: the first that interactions form identity attribution and, the second, that identities 
attribution influences, in turn, customers-suppliers interactions.  
  The question is why are these propositions relevant for marketing? If we assume that 
relationship  is  a  constituent  part  of  the  wider  network  in  which  relationships  are 
interconnected we understand why any change in the substance of the relationships affects the 
overall structure (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995, p. 40). Moments of interactions determine 
identity  attribution  and  this  perceived  identity  is  responsible  of  eventual  changes  in  the 
relationships and thus in the entire structure of the business network. It appears thus that the 
very  process  of  mutual  attribution  of  identities  is  central  in  the  dynamics  of  markets,  or 
business networks. 
     
Interaction in marketing behaviours 
The relevance of the interaction starts to be increasingly largely recognized by marketing 
scholars as importance of buyer-seller relationships is recognized not only in the b2b context 
(e.g. Palmatier et al. 2006) but also in services (e.g. Vargo and Lush 2004, Gronroos, 2007). 
Relationship marketing appears to have become a familiar notion in the mainstream marketing 
literature. The relationship approach sees at the centre of marketing customer processes rather 
than the products. While the exchange of a product is the core of transaction marketing, the 
core of the relationship marketing is the management of the interaction process. Therefore 
“interaction evolves as a concept which takes the place of the product concept” (Gronroos, 
2007, p.152). This idea leads to propose that value is not something created by a firm and 
successively delivered to customers but it is the result of a “co-creation in interactions with 
customers” (Gronroos, 2007, p. 210). In fact, Gronroos (2007) does not accept the idea that 
there is brand (identity) once built, has to be offered on the market. Following his perspective, 
identity,  that  is  inseparable  from  image,  emerges  from  interactions  and  interactions  are 
moments in which relationships are constructed. Brand identity is simultaneously what an 
organization wants that its customer think about it and also what they think by themselves.   5 
 
While  Bagozzi  (1975)  proposed  the  idea  of  “marketing  as  exchange”,  placing  the 
exchange concept as a key factor in understanding the role of marketing, the metaphor that 
nowadays seems to be more effective in explaining the development of market relationships 
puts interaction as a key process in marketing (Ford & Hakansson 2006).  
A similar idea has surfaced elsewhere. It can be found in economic sociology.  In 
Fligstein  (2001)  it is  possible to trace  out  again  the  relevance of  social  relationships and 
interactions.  His  point  of  departure,  criticizing  the  neoclassical  economics  views  of  the 
functioning  of  the  markets,  is  that  markets  are  socially  constructed.  But  where  do  social 
structures in markets come from? Fligstein argues that the main cause of the formation of 
social structures is the need of stabilization of the context of actors. Social structures thus 
emerge because firms search for stable interactions with competitors, suppliers, and workers 
and the role of relationships is fundamental, in fact “relationships define how the market 
works, what a given firm’s place is, and how actors should interpret one another’s actions” 
(Fligstein, 2001, p. 18). The actors appear thus not profit maximizers as argued by economic 
theory neither do they possess perfect information, they live in an unpredictable world where 
one never knows which actions will have which consequences. Since no actor can determine 
which behaviours will maximize profits, “the purpose of action in a given market is to create 
and maintain stable worlds within and across firms that allow firms to survive” (Fligstein, 
1996 p. 658). But why  do actors search to produce stable market? Because the effect of 
creating stable market is that “firms who takes one another into account in their behaviour are 
able  to  reproduce  themselves  on  a  period-to-period  basis”  (Fligstein,  2001,  p.  18).  An 
assumption  of  this  idea,  contrary  to  the  anonymity  of  actors  sustained  by  neoclassical 
economics, is that the creation of stable market is only possible if actors take one another into 
account in their behaviour. The same idea has been expressed by Rosa et Al. (1999) when they 
explored the origin and evolution of a product market and advance what they propose as 
socio-cognitive  perspective  on  product  markets.  Referring  to  Fligstein  (1996)  and  White 
(1981),  they  sustain  that  consumers  and  producers  reduce  complexity  –  “equivocal 
transactions” – stabilizing the market through sharing of “assumptions and frame of reference” 
(Rosa et Al., 1999, p.66).  
 
Interaction and behaviour in interaction 
Kelley  and  Thibaut  (1978)  have  dedicated  particular  attention  on  the  ways  the  actors 
transform their “given matrix” of outcomes of interaction processes in which behavioural 6 
 
choices and outcomes are strongly controlled by factors external to the relationship – into an 
“effective matrix” in which outcomes “are considered in the contexts provided by the matrix 
patterns and by the past and future” (Kelley and Thibaut, 1978, p. 19). The idea is that the 
person  is  not  satisfied  with  the  “given  matrix”,  he/she  transform  the  interaction  matrices 
introducing “[…] additional considerations, such as his outcomes in relation to those of his 
partner and the outcomes he can attain over a long time span”. The actors act within the 
context of the given matrix seeing “what he can do with it – by planning, reevaluation and 
reconceptualization.”  (Kelley  and  Thibaut,  1978,  p.  19).  In  discussing  the  transformation 
process – from given to effective matrix- they analyze the processes of attribution and self-
representation. Given that each actor is usually both a self-presenter and an attributer, they 
argue  that  self-presentation  is  determined  by  the  structure  of  interdependent  situations,  in 
which he finds himself. In other words, outcomes don’t come from some objectively given 
states but from a, in principle, unpredictably chain or actions and reactions.  
In economics too we can find a related idea that has emerge in the critique of the 
concept of economic rationality by Kahneman and Tversky (1979). They have presented a 
critique of expected utility theory as a descriptive model of decision making under risk and 
have  developed  an  alternative  model  named  prospect  theory.  This  model  introduced  the 
necessity to revise a common stream that sees the attribution of outcomes as a rational process 
and behaviours based thus on elaborations of the meaning. In fact they have demonstrated that 
people’s preferences systematically violated the principle, declared by expected utility theory, 
that the utilities of outcomes are weighted by their probabilities (Kahneman and Tversky, 
1979).   
In Kelley’s and Thibaut’s words, “a person’s outcomes will depend not only on his 
own transformation but on those of his partners […] they [people] gain rewards and incur 
costs not only from their own and their partner’s behaviour but also from the kind of person 
they are able to ‘be’ in the interaction and the kind of person they find the partner to be”. (p. 
325). 
This  short  review  shows  us  that  several  scholars  not  only  in  management  and 
marketing  (Gronroos 2007, Fligstein 1996, 2001, Kahneman and Tversky 1979, Thibaut and 
Kelley  1978),  starting  from  different  research  agendas  and  questions,  arrived  to  similar 
conclusions that outcomes (in our case attribution of identity) come from interaction processes 
and to the extent they flow from interaction they reflect the process of identity attribution 






Organizational identity concept 
That  warrants  turning  to  the  growing  and  popular  literature  on  organizational  identity  in 
literature  on  corporate  communication  where  the  identity  concept  seem  to  be  playing  a 
prominent role. How has the topic of organizational identity (and image) been treated in the 
existing literature on the topic. We can identify two streams of such research that approach the 
issue of organizational identity and image from two somewhat different positions. The first, 
what we call an internal approach, postulates that identity of an organization is the perceptions 
held  or  communicated  by  organizational  members  regarding  the  Central  Enduring  and 
Distinctive features of the organization they belong to. The organizational identity is typically 
taken by scholars to be a collective understanding held by the members of an organization of 
the features presumed to be central, permanent and that distinguish the organization from 
other organizations (Albert and Whetten, 1985). Scholars following this tradition (e.g Dutton 
and Dukerich, 1991) argued that the way organization members believe others view their 
organization is organizational image. The second, what we call external, uses the often the 
concept of Image to denote identity, and define it as the perception held by “outsiders” (Gioia 
et  al.  2000).  Fombrun  (1996)  –  taking  a  more  external  approach  –  uses  the  concept  of 
reputation  to  denote  the  collective  judgments  –  held  by  outsiders  –  about  actions  and 
achievements of an organization. The reputation concept is close to the organizational identity 
concept since it is employed to “capture the set of corporate associations that individuals 
outside an organization believe are “Central Enduring and Distinctive” to the organization 
(e.g. Brown et al. 2006). Neither of these two streams of research deal explicitly with how 
identities are formed and offer thus only limited if we want to address the issue of mutual 
attribution of identities in interactive business relationships. 
    We will therefore espouse in this paper the symbolic interactionism perspective that 
sees meanings as social products that “are formed in and through the defining activities of 
people as they interact” (Blumer, 1969, p. 5). Since we use the concept of identity where a 
large part of researchers use the image concept, we assume a position that has much more to 
share with interactionists rather than with other perspectives that we will discussed in the 
following paragraph. We will argue that the identity that really matters for the outcomes of an 8 
 
action in the market is the attributed identity, in other words, that the main variable of the 
interaction outcome in a relationships and, therefore, of market outcomes is how a company is 
perceived  –  i.e.  its  attributed  identity.  This  idea  can  be  linked  to  the  claim  that  the 
development of business relationships over time depends on the identity attribution that is 
formed in interaction. Consequently, if the meaning of things is formed in the context of social 
interaction, the attributed identity of an organization cannot be explained through an internal 
view neither through an external one, but only taking simultaneously both perspectives.  
Albert  and  Whetten  (1985)  were  among  the  first  to  propose  a  definition  of 
organizational  identity.  In  their  view  organizational  identity  emerges  from  a  socialization 
process in which the organization acquires or looses identity roles. In this process the identity 
emerges according to the degree of identity discrepancy perceived over time in relationships 
established with external constituencies: “organizational identity is formed by a process of 
ordered inter-organizational comparisons and reflections upon them over time” (Albert and 
Whetten 1985, p. 273). This idea is supported by many authors such as Hatch and Schultz 
(2002),  who  argue  that  organizational  identity  is  experienced  in  organizations  from  a 
mirroring process of the external image, and suggest to focus on understanding how to fill the 
gap between what organizations and external images are. It links back to an idea with a long 
tradition that emerges from the looking-glass construction process as enunciated by Cooley 
(1902). According to Cooley (1902), there is no individual apart from society and personality 
develops  from  social  life  and  from  communication  among  those  sharing  that  social  life. 
Therefore the self is the product of a process summed up in the term “looking-glass self”, 
meaning that an individual perceives himself in the same way others perceive him. It is a 
process of imagining the reactions of others towards an individual: “the thing that moves us to 
shame or pride is not the more mechanical reflection of ourselves, but the imputed sentiment, 
the imagined effect of this reflection upon another’s mind” (Cooley 1902, p. 152). 
The idea is that organizations compare themselves with others, whose feedback is 
integrated to decrease the discrepancy perceived between what the organization is and how it 
is perceived externally (Gioia et Al. 2000). Albert and Whetten (1985) argue that identity 
captures the essential features of an organization. They suggest that organizational identity 
consists  of  those  attributes  that  members  feel  are  fundamental  to  (central)  and  uniquely 
descriptive of the organization (distinctive) and that persist within the organization over time 
(enduring). However the durability dimension of identity has been questioned by a number of 
studies (e.g. Gioia et Al. 2000; Hatch and Schultz 20002; Corley and Gioia 2004; Corley 9 
 
2004; Dutton et al. 1994; Dutton and Dukerich 1991; Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991; Scott and 
Lane 2000) and organizational identity has been described with a more fluid nature.  Gioia for 
example argued that this dimension - enduring - is an “illusion preserved for the purpose of 
appearing stable and consistent over time for internal and external consumption” (Gioia in 
Whetten and Godfrey, 1998, p. 24). In this paper we also doubt about the idea that an identity 
can be distinctive since this concept presumes a comparative process with an “others” that 
seems to be an indefinable entity.   
Although  scholars have recently begun offering empirical evidence that identity has a 
dynamic and flexible component, the attention has been focused on the relationship between 
strategic change and identity changes arguing for example that organizations can, and should, 
to  some  extent  strategically  change  their  identity  (Gioia  and  Thomas,  1996)  or  that 
organizational identity can change during and after corporate spin-offs (Corley and Gioia, 
2004). Therefore, in these researches, the explanation of dynamicity and flexibility is that 
identity is something relatively stable as long as there are no environmental or organizational 
factors intervening.  
In this paper we question exactly this assumption of the endurance of organizational 
identity but also that of distinctiveness and centrality; we argue that there is strong variation 
between groups of people in these respects and – even more important to consider – there is 
variation  among  those  groups  of  people.  Therefore,  taking  departure  from  the  interaction 
processes in relationships between businesses, we need a concept of organizational identity 
that gives much less importance to “shared values” and “common beliefs” but rather offers an 
approach to organizational identity in presence of “multiple voices”. This concept should also 
considers identity not as a static representation of central, enduring, and distinctive aspects of 
a fixed organization - that can only be changed only when the organization itself undergoes a 
radical change - but rather a process activated in interaction with others. In other words we 
assume that identity is not a “given” entity but rather produced by interactions. A research 
stream that approaches the problem with a “multiple voices” - exploring identities processes 
through an interactive perspective - is certainly symbolic interactionism, whose main ideas are 
discussed in the following paragraph. 
 
Symbolic interactionism  
Symbolic interactionism, an important research stream in sociology, has a long intellectual 
history, beginning with the German sociologist and economist Max Weber and the American 10 
 
philosopher George H. Mead, both of whom emphasized the subjective meaning of human 
behaviour,  the  social  process  and  pragmatism.  Blumer  (1969,  p.  2)  affirm  that  symbolic 
interactionism is based on three simple promises that are related each other. The first says that 
“[…] human beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that the things have for 
them”. The second describes meaning as arising in the process of interaction between people 
saying that “the meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social interaction 
that one has with one’s fellows”. While the third underlines the role of interpretation: “[…] 
these meanings are handled in and modified through, an interpretative process used by the 
person in dealing with the things he encounters”. 
One of the important assumptions of symbolic interactionism is that the human society 
consists of people engaging in action or, more radically, “human group or society exists in 
action and must be seen in terms of action” (Blumer 1969, p. 6). This picture of human society 
as action is related to another central issue of this perspective, meanly, social interaction. 
Social interaction plays an important role because it is the process that forms human conduct. 
In fact, interacting with one another, human beings have to take account of the respective 
actual and potential actions (Blumer, 1969). This implies that one’s action depends from the 
social interaction in which one is involved: “the activities of others enter as a positive factors 
in the formation of their own conduct; in the face of the actions of others one may abandon an 
intention or purpose, revise it, check or suspend it, intensify it, or replace it” (Blumer 1969, p. 
8).  This is in few words the position of symbolic interactionism regarding the nature of social 
interaction. A related interesting position taken by symbolic interactionism regards the nature 
of objects: “[…] ‘worlds’ that exist for human beings and for their groups are composed of 
‘objects’  and  these  objects  are  the  product  of  symbolic  interaction”  (Blumer  1969,  p.  8).  
Symbolic interactionism proposes to see oneself as an object and “like other objects, the self-
object emerges from the process of social interaction in which other people are defining a 
person to himself […]” (Blumer 1969, p. 12). The idea that human being has a self is the key 
feature of Mead’s analysis. According to Mead (1962): “the self is something which has a 
development; it is not initially there, at birth but arises in the process of social experience and 
activity, […] as a result of his relations to that process as a whole and to other individual 
within that process” (Mead, 1962 p. 135). Mead sees the self as a process with two elements – 
the “I” which is unknowable because inner and the “Me” which is the more knowable because 
outer and created in the social phase. As Mead says: “The ‘I’ is the response of the organism 
to the attitude of others; the ‘me’ is the organised set of attitudes of others which one himself 11 
 
assumes” (1964, p. 175). For Mead the self is essentially a social structure, since people come 
to know who they are and who others are through the interaction with others, therefore is the 
“me” which is most linked to identity.  
Symbolic interactionism has certainly been an influential force in social theory of the 
self. However a great contribution to the study of self in sociology was also given by an 
associated movement that fits well under the interactionist umbrella: the dramatism movement, 
whose main contribution was given by Erving Goffman. In “The Presentation of the Self in 
Everyday Life”, as a symbolic interactionist of the dramaturgical tradition, Goffman employs 
the model of theatrical performance, to study the organization of social life and the production 
of the self. Goffman analyses human behaviour with a theatrical metaphor, in which the 
ordinary setting is a stage and people are actors who use performances to make an impression 
on the audience, and they try to control the impressions others receive of their actions in social 
situations.  Goffman  suggests  that  the  person  must  somehow  make  sense  of  and  interpret 
events encountered in everyday life, and this is what he calls the definition of the situation, 
which can be divided into strips and frames: a strip is a sequence of activities while the frame 
is a basic organizational principle used to define the strip, and it allows the person to identify 
and  understand  otherwise  meaningless  events,  since  it  governs  the  subjective  meaning 
individual assigns to social events. In attempting to define the situation, actors go through a 
two-part process – first, they  get information about the other people in the situation and, 
second, they give information about themselves. Because all participants in a situation project 
images, an overall definition of the situation emerges, but though the individual has a certain 
amount of liberty in the management of impressions, he/she is not completely free in deciding 
the images of self to be conveyed since the personal identity is more result of how others 
frame their experience of with an individual. Goffman’s dramaturgical metaphor of everyday 
life portrays the sense of the audience as a kind of performance, and the self as a process of 
enactment, meaning that a “correctly performed scene” leads the observers and the performer 
to impute a self to a performed character. The self, in other words, is a product of performance 
rather than a cause of it (Goffman, 1969 p. 252). In “The Presentation of the Self in Everyday 
Life”, the main idea of sociological import is that the self is a social product. Goffman, not 
only affirms as the symbolic interactionists do, that the self is heavily influenced by the social 
relations with the significant others, but he affirms that the self is the image attributed to him 
by the audience: “…the performed self was seen as some kind of image, usually creditable, 
which the individual on the stage and in character actively attempts to induce others to hold in 12 
 
regard to him” ... so that …, this self itself does not derive from its possessor, but from the 
whole scene of his action…” (Goffman, 1969 p. 252). Goffman’s self is created and sustained 
through the everyday rituals of social interaction: the social encounter is the fundamental unit 
of analysis, and in the face-to-face encounter social selves are produced and reproduced. The 
self is not an entity which is stable over time, but a structural effect which is produced and 
reproduced  during  the  rituals  of  everyday  life.  Here  is  how  Goffman  (1969  p.  252-253) 
explains the self: 
 
“The self, then, as a performed character, is not an organic 
thing that has a specific location, whose fundamental fate 
is to be born, to mature and to die; it is a dramatic effect 
arising diffusely from a scene that is represented, and the 
characteristic issue, the crucial concern, is whether it will 
be credited or discredited.”  
Following this perspective first comes society and then the individual, and if the self is not 
inherent to the person but it is created from the social encounters, it is useless to look for it 
inside the individual. Trying to assess and interpret the self it is better to start working from 
the outside to the inside of the individual, rather than vice-versa. Moreover, according to 
Goffman, in different situations, the same individual projects different images of himself or 
herself, since he or she behaves in a different way, decides on a role and enacts it; in so doing, 
the individual can take the distance from an image of the self, which is projected in a specific 
role only because he or she has many different roles, which enable him or her to express his or 
her self; thus, the self is created by the contrast among different roles. According to Goffman, 
in the contemporary society, the self is indispensable to give meaning to all social activities 
and it gives the basis to organize them, but in reality people are obliged to show their self not 
because they have it, but because society obliges them to behave as they had it; but this is only 
an illusionary impression. 
 
Researching interaction and identity empirically  
Reviewing the literature on organizational identity, we have the impression that researchers 
dealing  with  corporate  identity  such  as  Albert  &  Whetten,  have  to  large  extent  not  been 
concerned with the process of identity construction. Yet we seem to have several streams of 13 
 
research in management and in other disciplines that appear to converge on the idea that the 
nature of the process by which identities emerge is linked to interaction. Therefore we are set 
to explore empirically some of the propositions outlined in this paper in order to contribute to 
fill this gap. We plan to conduct a case study aiming at exploring how identities attribution 
takes  place  so  as  to  identify  the  dimensions  that  permit  to  profile  both  interaction  and 
identities attribution. The idea is to construct a model that captures the dimensions of the 
interactions  that  primarily  influence  the  identity  attribution  process  and  which  are  the 
dimensions of the identity  that are more influenced by the interactions. We believe that in 
such a study identity needs to be observed at an individual level (even if interaction) and this 
could raise the question of how to transpose the findings to an organizational level. Clearly, 
this is an interesting still open debate. The position we take here is that from the perspective of 
interaction  any  member  of  an  organization  interacting  is  an  agent  that  represents  to  the 
counterpart the organization itself. The idea is that what it really matters in the formation of an 
identity attribution is what the counterpart is - or represents - in relation to what the actor is  
interested in.  
  The model to test should have as independent variable the interactions between business 
actors and as dependent variable the identities attribution. Consequently the two hypotheses 
will  be  formulated  as  following:  interactions  form  identity  attribution  (H1)  and  identities 
attribution influences, in turn, customers-suppliers interactions (H2). What one can expect 
from this study is that the identities attribution is influenced by the interactions and that it is 
contextual  to  the  situation  and  the  actors  involved  in  the  interaction,  since  what  the 
counterpart is (its identity) for an actor is based on the interests the actor has toward the 
counterpart.  
We expect to find variation and differences between the attributed identity among 
different actors and for the same actors over time, even in absence of relevant changes in the 
organization so that can be eliminate the “organizational change” aspect that is seen in the 
literature as a main factor influencing changes in organizational identity. The variability in 
time and the heterogeneity should be two indicators of the proposed process. The aim of such 
a study is not to capture pictures of identities in static moments but to capture the dynamics 
behind them, namely the process. 
Although the model described above seems to us a plausible way to explore this topic, 
some limits and difficulties should be taken in to consideration. One of the most difficult 
aspects  of  such  a  study  –  but  also  one  of  the  most  challenging  -  is  the  analysis  of  the 14 
 
interactions and how to read of pictures of identities as identity is actually not something 
verbalizable. Since we assume that identity that emerges through a cognitive process that is 
social we face the challenge of finding ways to observe identities beyond the strictly cognitive 
level. 
Another  aspect  that  should  be  faced  is  the  bracketing  of  interactions  between  the 
actors. We have to take into consideration is that the identity that one attributes to another 
does not only depend from the interaction in which both actors are currently involved, but also 
on the precedent actors’ interactions and experiences that provide the clues actors use in the 
identity attribution process. Since precedent interactions are always different, clues will be 
different and will also influence differently. However, if we aim of the study is to find some 
empirical observations in support of the model proposed – that sees interactions as a main 
variable in the process of identity attribution - it is possible to focus on the process itself 
leaving out, consciously and assuming that it exists, the effect of precedent interactions.  
We expect such a study to offer some more insight into the interplay of interactions 
and identities. It may have implications for the way researchers and mangers think on the 
identity management issue. If, in fact, the identity is something that does not come inside the 
organization nor from the “outsiders”, but identity emerges from – or in - the interactions 
between them, the relevant issue becomes the management of the interactions or relationships 
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